St Philomena’s Textile and craft exhibition.
Last October I got a notion.......
Hearing it was the Year of Craft in 2011, as designated by the Crafts council of Ireland. I decided to approach my children’s school St Philomena’s National School, Ravenswell, Bray, Co. Wicklow, with the idea to have a school exhibition using as many fabric crafts as possible.  The principal was really enthusiastic about the idea so we developed a plan. I started to have an internal dialogue with myself and questioned what on earth I was doing; the baby was barely 8 months old and not sleeping well. The weather put a halt to our gallop until after Christmas. So in January, with a proposed exhibition date of April 9th 2011, just before the School Easter holidays, we began! One Thursday morning I brought my kids to school and then met my sister close by and handed her the baby.  I rushed back to the school to visit as many of the eleven classes I could. I made it through seven in three hours and finished off senior and junior infants the following morning. 
The aim that day, was to chose projects based on the theme of Nature and the Sea that each class could accomplish with their teacher either by themselves or with outside help from their own families or from craftspeople. Each class had also to take into account other factors such as time limits, as they were also preparing for first communion and confirmation. For the younger classes their manual dexterity and the ability or inability to cut, sew, knit etc also had to be considered. Most projects are evolving and will change depending on various challenges – but here is a list of the projects as they currently stand. 
Sixth class – The original knitting idea has been ‘cast off’ (sorry!) in favour of individualised squares of mixed fabric art using decorative threads and various shapes cut out of fabric. Fifth class are doing four weavings using mixed materials and are also colour co-ordinating them to match the seasons. Fourth class are making a mixed media construction on Bray Harbour and sea birds. Third class are making a mixed media construction of a snow scene in Bray based on the recent weather. Second class (my daughter Eleanor’s class) is doing an Under the Sea mixed media display using paper mache for fish and a felted background (which we completed in class last week). Eleanor and I are also making a mermaid fabric sculpture using wire, fabric and paverpol fabric hardener. First class are making fabric flowers and trees. Senior infants (my son Aaron’s class) have settled on a fabric art journal, using poems on weather as a centrepiece on each page. Junior infants are making giant fabric wheels. 
It is part of my job to make sure the projects can be completed. However, I also believe that it is my job to encourage the children to be as creative as possible by looking at everyday materials as potential for their projects. I asked them to consider knitting and weaving with plastic, twigs, shoelaces, torn fabric etc. I also tried to encourage the older classes to go and see art exhibitions, especially art installations which often take place in the local Mermaid Arts Centre. I suggested that the displays be as interactive as possible with light and sound effects and fans to create movement. I let the children know that this project was a big deal and that their families and the local community would be coming to see it and it would probably be in the local paper. This created a bit of excitement!
After my three hours that morning in St Philomena’s I was on a high. The ideas and creativity of some of the students was really astounding. Some of them could barely contain themselves. 

Inspired by the students creativity I decided to make something too! I am creating a piece for the exhibition which is a very large felted vessel currently standing at 2 and half ft high. It is being moulded on a punch balloon. The vase shape template was approximately 90mm in diameter.  The concept of the piece is the Nature of Art, and it is intended to be the receptacle for the comments of the viewers and the students themselves. The paper for the comments will be made of silk paper which a local craftsperson Eithne has offered to teach the making of to a few lucky students. 

I used the design inside method and applied textured pieces such as silk paper scraps, dyed muslin, scrim, organza, silk threads etc. The design is well and truly over the top but the effect is very textured and it combines a sample of nearly everything being used in the other projects. The second layer is made of coloured needlepunch, the third layer is Kerry wool which is used specifically to add thickness in an attempt to enable the vessel to stand by itself without fabric hardeners. The last layer (and the inside of the vessel) I made using a bag of felting scraps of various fibres. It was my attempt to be thrifty and to make use of something that would otherwise sit in the garage for another couple of years. This is in keeping with the school project as we are attempting to make this as Green as possible and recycle existing materials. 
Felting the vessel took ages. As some of you may remember the nuno felt jacket workshop weekend. Well, that was great mental preparation for this! However, as I have developed ‘issues’ with my forearms I decided to not attempt to completely felt this by hand and put it instead in the washing machine (on the rinse cycle) after first rolling for a hour. I wanted a bit of agitation but not too much! I was not working completely blind as I had felted the wall hanging for second class in the machine the day before. That was almost a big mistake as it was only one layer of mixed tops on one layer of muslin and felted extremely fast! However the vessel survived the machine, it barely shrank at all and was in the machine for at least five times longer than the muslin wall hanging. It needs a bit more work but I am happy with the size and shape and fingers crossed that it will stand up by itself when I remove the balloon. Watch this space!
The projects will all hopefully be completed in late March leaving enough time to concentrate on final display. We are hoping to make an Art Trail with an accompanying map of the exhibition pieces in the school and have the students explain the pieces they worked on. I am thrilled to be working on such a project and am very grateful to the school for the support and enthusiasm. One of my original aims for organising this exhibition was to help students view art and creativity in a broader sense, to realise that art can be anywhere and be made of anything. I hope that the positive experience of this exhibition will remain with the students and teachers for some time to come and that a spark of imagination has been ignited which will influence the way they perceive their surroundings.  This all would not have been possible without the creativity of all those involved and thanks are also due to local parents, teachers, individuals and The Fabric Gallery who supplied materials and time.
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